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WITH THEODORE DALRYMPLE 


It was Malcolm Muggeridge, | think, who first pointed out our tendency to 

speak of currencies as if they were conscious, sentient beings with desires, 
regrets, ambitions and so forth. He mocked the tendency, saying things like, 
“The pound sat up today and took a little nourishment.” 

Since his time, the tendency has become only more marked. | dare say that 
human language cannot be expunged of metaphor altogether, but surely there 
must be some limit, especially when the metaphors are mixed. Thus, | read this 
morning that the pound is running too hot in the wake of its eye-watering gains; 
that it had had a steamrolling rally (a bit like the Russian army was supposed to 
have had in the first world war, not necessarily a good omen for the currency); 
that it had skyrocketed in a flash move. 

Whose eyes watered at the gains made by the pound? It seems that there is a 
platonic form of eyewatering that requires no eyes actually to water. Perhaps 
eyes water in justified disbelief when they see a fantastically steep rise in the 
pound’s value on the ordinate of a graph with a carefully-selected scale in both 
the x and y values. By choosing the starting point carefully, moreover, you can 
make a graph tell you almost anything. 

first learnt the art of graphical manipulation when the representatives of 
drug companies showed me charts of the supposed efficacy of whatever it was 
that they were encouraging me to prescribe. Scales of effect and the time over 
which a drug allegedly worked were carefully selected for the best possible 


visual effect. Otherwise undetectable differences were made to seem enormous. 


Financial advisers use the same technique, to make it look as if they have gained 
more, or lost less, on your behalf than you had hoped or feared. 

Graphs are like cameras: by means of proper framing, they can lie like a 
parliamentary candidate. © 


became of Father Gabriel? At the age of 15, we are told, Phoebe 
unmasked the abuse by her English teacher Timmy: “He got 
thirteen years ... Yeah, ‘hey banged him up with all the other 
nonces ... Serve him bloody well right.” But whether Father 


complains, offers no scope for his tastes: 
“WATCHING SCHOOLGIRLS SUCK EACH 
OTHER OFF WHILE YOU WHIP THEM.” 
The Larkin/Amis correspondence, increas- 
ingly marginalised in Larkin’s life, had re- 
mained in an adolescent time warp of puer- 
ile jokes and lewdness. In the final years 
they are painful to read, full of splenetic rac- 
ism, far-right politics and fear of death. 

At Oxford Amis and Larkin had indulged 
in “lesbian” fantasy. Amis projected a mas- 
culine voyeurism through the alter ego 
“Anna Lucasta’, and Larkin responded as 
“Brunette Coleman” But Brunette’s exten- 
sive Willow Gables fictions were not begun 
until a year after Amis had left Oxford, and 
her oeuvre includes “What Are We Writing 
For?’, a witty feminist riposte to Orwell’s 
1940 essay “Boys’ Weeklies” Andrew Mo- 
tion convicts the Brunette works of de- 
meaning women. On the contrary, as Clive 
James perceived, they adopt a female point 
of view: “It was the way [Trouble at Willow 
Gables] wasn’t pornographic that staggered 
me.” The Brunette Coleman works were 
published in 2002, but Martin Amis shows 
no sign of having read them. 

Phoebe thus dresses for the party as a 
crude Anna Lucasta caricature: 


the pink tutu or ra-ra skirt sticking out 


practically at right angles to the cinched waist, the short- 
sleeved pale-pink singlet with its bra-less orbs and staring 
nipples, the pigtails, and the black beret with a sprawling gold 
crest on it saying RICHMOND ACADEMY FOR GIRLS. 


Gabriel faced a similar reckoning is not of sufficient interest to 
Amis for him to tell us. It is of more importance to him to record 
the ultimate humbling of Phoebe’s erotic power. In her final ap- 
pearance in the book, aged 75, morbidly obese and bedbound, 
she asks Martin sadly, “Did you love me?” 


IN VIEW OF THE LIMITATIONS OF Phoebe’s treatment as a 
novel character, it is risky on Amis's part to make the culmina- 
tion of the novel's plot a meeting between fictional woman and 
real-life poet. Martin and Phoebe are invited to a party at Robert 
Conquest’s flat at which Larkin will be present: 


She said, “That's what he'll think the moment we walk in. 
When I see a couple of kids / And guess he’s fucking her 
and she’s / Taking pills or wearing a diaphragm, I know this is 
paradise / Everyone old has dreamed of all their lives. That's 
exactly what he'll think when he sees us walkin” 

“Yeah, and he'll envy me. With good reason. I think he's a 
powerful envier anyway.” 


Martin shows Phoebe a passage from one of Larkin’s real-life 
letters, written to Kingsley in 1979 at a time of deepening misery, 
five years after the muse departed. The “permissive society” he 


The encounter between Phoebe and Larkin begins plausibly 
enough. She tells him that she is “a big fan” He challenges her, 
“Allright. Quote me a line,’ and when she responds with several 
fluent lines of comic misogamy, he replies, “That is quite im- 
pressive.” 

But this is not the real Larkin. Having concluded that he looks 
like “the kind of bloke that hangs about the parks?” Phoebe de- 
cides to give him “a flash” (Larkin was not “that kind of bloke” 
though possibly Martin Amis believes he was.) “I thought I'd 
drop my compact and then bend right over to pick it up. Then 
he'd be able to structure a wank round it when he got back up 
north.” Amis’s Larkin responds in mock horror, with a character- 
istic turn of phrase, “You oughtn’t to be allowed” And Amis, 
aware that he is out of his depth, quickly moves on. 

How would the real-life Larkin have responded? Most proba- 
bly with sympathy and concern. The author of “Deceptions” 
would have intuited that this dolled-up woman was one of life’s 
sexual victims. But this scene is hopelessly misconceived, and 
such speculation is pointless. Martin Amis is neither the genetic 
son of Philip Larkin nor, as Inside Story shows, his literary son. 
He is an Amis. @ 
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The lockdown boom 
iInanempty room 


Auction houses have enjoyed a 
stellar pandemic, but could their 
online success prove a curse? 


sr) 
Clive Aslet 


ONHAMS, ACCORDING TO A BEAMING Col- 
in Sheaf, group deputy chairman, has had one 
of its best years ever. This is a surprise when 
one considers that auctioneering is one of the 
oldest of all trades, whose basic idea — get a 
crowd of people together and flog them some- 
thing at the highest price — had not changed 
much since the selling of slaves under the Roman Empire. 

But Covid has reset the ground rules. Nobody could gather in 
auction rooms; the paddle with a number on it to identify the 
buyer became as obsolete as the strigil. To begin with, sales were 
postponed, lots were withdrawn and takings plummeted. But 
with an adaptability that belies the crusty image of the great auc- 
tion houses, the aesthetes-pretending-to-be-businessmen 
crammed a decade of technological change into nine months. 

To the men and women taking the sales, the new world has its 
demands. ‘lhere is nobody in the room, and I’m told it’s exhaust- 
ing to orchestrate the bidding of people on the internet and tele- 
phone who cannot be seen. The issue of “latency” — the frac- 
tional time lag between the buyer clicking on his computer 
mouse and the information being relayed to the auctioneer’s 
screen — remains problematic. Sales have lost their element of 
theatre. No longer can the occupant of the podium use charm 
and stagecraft to tempt wavering bidders to up the price. 

But the pool of people wanting to buy has increased. “They're 
sitting around with time on their hands,” says one wielder of the 
gavel. “Buying al auction is home entertainment.” Distance has 
been abolished and buyers could now come from anywhere in 
the world, from Korea (South) to Kazakhstan. 

“We just had some amazing sales,” says Orlando Rock, chair- 
man of Christie’s UK. “They can be livestreamed across several 
salerooms, with Modern British in London seamlessly taking 
over from Contemporary in New York before potentially handing 
onto Hong Kong. ‘They've been 100 per cent sold, 
at an average of 2.5 times the low estimates.’ New 
works-on-paper records were set for van Gogh and 
Augustus John, while Sir Winston Churchill's Tow- 
er of Koutoubia Mosque fetched more than £8 mil- 
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lion, a record for the artist previously known as prime minister. 

This is in itself an extraordinary development for an industry 
whose reach appeared to have become cramped by Brexit. But in 
some ways the home demographic brings even gladder news. 
Auction houses, oozing elitism and snobbery, had long sought a 
younger audience. They realised that their traditional clientele, 
tottering along to pre-sale champagne receptions in their dia- 
monds and furs, were not being naturally replaced, and they 
wanted to refresh the gene pool by reaching the young thrusters 
of software, biotech and finance. 

These are people who may not naturally wear ties and could 
have been brought up on Beyoncé, not Bach. They needed an 
introduction to the joy of collecting — but how to hook them? 
New collectors’ events and after-work sales, held at a time when 
they were able to attend, were not cutting through. 

But the pandemic brought an answer to that. Live bidding 
online. 


NOW ANYONE CAN TAKE PART without embarrassment. No 
need to fear the appraising glances of those haughty maidens on 
the reception desk. You can wear pyjamas rather than pinstripes 
if you want to. Or ifyou’re at work, it’s easy to change screens for 
a shot of the excitement that comes with this form of retail sell- 
ing. More than 60 per cent of visitors to the Christie’s website are 
people who were previously unknown to the company; they 
translate into a third ofthe online buyers. Not surprisingly, since 
Christie’s is creme de la créme, its operation is slick. 

But the action is equally brisk at the other end of the market. 
Unlike most glossy magazines, which have seen readership and 
advertising plummet in the course of this century, the Antiques 
Trade Gazette played a blinder by founding the online auction 
site www.the-saleroom.com in 2006. [t provides a platform for 
auction houses which lack the prestige and resources of big 
names. These previously obscure local businesses have sudden- 
ly been able to reach a national if not global audience, boosted 
by the closure of the country’s antique shops. So when the web- 
site was launched on the stock market earlier this year, its sale 
price leapt by a third on the first day, lifting the company’s value 
from £600 million to £800 million. 

Online technology in this as in other areas of life has gone 
from freshly-hatched egg to gliding swan in record time. Expec- 
tations of buyer resistance by the top auction houses led them 
not only to put dozens of images of each object online but ac- 
company them with video and “augmented reality” — a 
high-powered zoom function which allows viewers to zero in on 
the surface of a painting or ceramic pot at a far higher level of 
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detail than would be possible with the naked eye. “We were 
pleasantly surprised,” says Stefan Pepe, chief technology and 
product officer for Sotheby’s. 

Clients bid large sums on the basis of what they saw online, 
supported, in the case of the biggest auction houses, by an au- 
thenticity guarantee. Even without a guarantee, Francis Bacon’s 
Triptych Inspired by the Oresteia of Aeschylus of 1981 sold for 
$74 million ($84.6 million with fees) at Sotheby’s last summer. 

It could be that guarantees aren't so important to the new 
global buyers more interested in the look of the thing — and the 
status it confers — than stuffy considerations like provenance. 
‘They are well served by a gizmo that allows clients to upload the 
details of their drawing room to see how the Matisse being of- 
fered would look on their walls. In internet terms, innovations 
like this have the much-valued quality of being “sticky” — they 
keep users on the site for longer, making them more likely to 
bond with the content and come back. 


UT HOLD ON. WHAT HAS BEEN A BOON for 
auction houses during Covid could, in the 
longer term, prove a curse. If Sotheby’s, Chris- 
tie’s and the-saleroom.com can do it, why not 
other players? Anyone can set up a cool web- 
site. Modern buyers don’t always care about 
famous names and brand reputation. Russian 
oligarchs use eBay to buy giga-yachts. 

In 2000, a collector paid £1.1 million for a baseball card show- 
ing Pittsburgh Pirates star Honus Wagner produced by the 
American Tobacco Company at the turn of the twentieth centu- 
ry (only 200 were printed: Wagner dissociated himself from the 
sponsor since he disapproved of smoking). There is a lively trade 
in furniture and works of art at the lower end, the sellers often 


The new world 
has its demands. 
There is nobody 
in the room, 
and I’m told 

it’s exhausting 
to orchestrate 
the bidding of 
people on the 
internet and 
telephone who 
cannot be seen 


being small dealers for whom the cost of a shop is now prohibi- 
tive. How long before the value of the objects sold on eBay goes 
up and such sites challenge the traditional auction houses, with 
their expensive premises and staffs of experts? 

Until now, the razzmatazz that accompanies a sale such as 
the Rockefeller collection, which Christie’s toured around the 
world before selling for a record $835 million in 2018, has been 
part of the auction house’s stock in trade, along with blockbuster 
catalogues in many volumes and the schmoozing of potential 
buyers. But when the buyers are scattered around the world, 
poring over screens rather than books, however sumptuous, 
these traditional tools of salesmanship become useless. 

Neither buyers nor sellers will find it worth the high premium 
(27.5 per cent on the first £2,500 of the hammer price, in the case 
of Bonhams) that auction houses charge for their services; there 
is no buyer’s premium on eBay. Instead, eBay charges a flat fee 
to list their items. The percentage of the final value charged by 
eBay is 9 per cent in the case of art and antiques, compared with 
more than 20 per cent when auction houses charge their stand- 
ard fee (although they rarely do so for big-ticket items: it’s a com- 
petitive market). 

For auction house old-timers, the last three decades of the 
twentieth century were a golden age. “When I opened the Sothe- 
by’s auction house in Paris in the late 1990s,” remembers James 
Stourton, who stepped down from his role as chairman of Sothe- 
by’s UK in 2012 and now writes about collecting and other sub- 
jects in the arts, “T felt like Alexander the Great Conquering the 
East. Nobody could stop me” 

‘The inaugural sale in the swish rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré 
premises, opposite the Elysée Palace, was typical of the riches that 
could be picked — its subject was the fabulous collection formed 
by the dazzling party-giver and man of taste Charles de Beistegui, 
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Will it ever return to this? 
A Sotheby's sale in 2019 


famous fora roof terrace on the Champs-Elysées 
decorated as a room with a fireplace by Salvador 


The viability of 


the loyalty of sellers. This was another aspect of 
globalisation because both Christie’s and So- 


Dali and a spectacular masked ball in 1951, sig- offices, theatres theby’s were bought by international investors. 
nalling to European high society that postwar gnd shops have The money men did what they always do and 
austerity was over. ° analysed the profit centres, finding that 80 per 

been brought into cent of profit came from high-value sales, par- 
BEFORE CHRISTIE'S PARIS, there had been question by Covid ticularly of contemporary art. heir strategy was 
the Impressionist boom of the 1980s, fuelled by ___ could salerooms therefore to focus on these sales and axe the de- 
Japanese buyers. After them came the Russians, «4s partments that sold the stuff of granny’s country 
then the dot.com billionaires. Although the be another victim house — English school watercolours and tap- 
prices being fetched by Old Masters were putin when the same job estries. This reached its culmination with the 
the shade by the sales of contemporary art in closure of Christie’s South Kensington, which 
New York, London could — and still does — oc- could be done from sold what might be termed the diffusion range: 
casionally pull a Raphael ora Rubens outofthe @ warehouse? objects that were not quite good enough for 


bag; works by both sold for more than £40 mil- 
lion in the 2010s. 

But the old hegemony has been broken. “It’s like the end of 
the Roman Empire,’ says Stourton. “There are still the pageants 
and circuses but the edges are being nibbled away by...”. He does 
not say barbarians but the word hangs in the air. “I'd say we were 
in the equivalent of the fourth century AD.” Not long to go. 

As we have seen on the High Street, trends that were in evi- 
dence before 2020 have been exacerbated by the pandemic. 
Auction houses have been one of the many British industries to 
struggle to meet globalisation. A generation ago, so many an- 
tiques and works of art had been assembled by British collectors 
over the centuries that sales, even at the leading auction houses, 
could be cosy affairs — not always, admittedly, to the health of 
the trade. The principal buyers would be a group of ten or 15 
dealers who knew each other and the auctioneer and bought ei- 
ther on their own behalf or that of a client; few people thought of 
leaving a commissioned bid at the desk. 

‘The City of London was still creating home-grown collectors. 
When Moscow, Mumbai and Shanghai became the new centres 
of wealth, buyers made friends with their own local dealers and, 
in any case, the new billionaires were different, with a ring of 
agents to protect them. Auction houses found them unreachable. 
They could not form the relationships with buyers that were the 
lifeblood of the old system. At the same time, they squandered 


glamorous King Street. 

This policy backfired. “You can’t say to an old-fashioned col- 
lector that we'd love to sell your Impressionists but you can take 
your scabby porcelain dinner service elsewhere. We used to of- 
fer a package,” says Stourton. Part of that package were the valu- 
ations which clients would constantly require for insurance or 
probate. To do them required a full team of experts, capable of 
assessing Hepplewhite and longcase clocks as well as Monets 
and Damien Hirsts. 

Clients bonded with their auction house favourites and, 
when they came to sell their treasures, did not negotiate on fees. 
It isn’t like that now. The disappearance of the middle stratum 
from both Sotheby's and Christie’s explains the rise of previously 
second-division players such as Bonhams. Now the internet has 
put even their position in jeopardy, as rivals emerge from pro- 
vincial centres for whom geography is no longer a constraint. 


THE FACT IS THAT FOR ALL THE HYPE and smashed records, 
the margins on the sale of works of art at auction are pitifully 
small. Hence the lengths to which auction houses will go to se- 
cure sales on profitable terms that, in the late 1990s, included 
collusion. (In 2001, a New York court found former owner of So- 
theby’s Alfred Taubman and chief executive Dede Brooks guilty 
of price-fixing with Christie's.) 

London has the added problem of Brexit, whose complexities 
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eat up professional fees and, in a fast-moving market, cause de- 
lays. Significantly, since Covid as much as 80 per cent of Chris- 
tie’s turnover has not been through auctions at all but private 
sales. These are made between seller and buyer, without the 
publicity attracted by auctions, Who wants the world to know 
when they're flogging the family silver? Who wants the taxman 
to ask where the money has come from when buying? Better to 
keep the whole transaction out of the public eye. 

But this comes at a cost. Once, the boys and girls who went 
into salerooms learnt from each other, as well as the huge num- 
ber of objects that passed under their noses, having been 
brought in for valuation by the public. There was an incentive to 
cooperate for the good of the firm. Now, with commission at 
stake, they have good reason to keep their contacts to them- 
selves. And from having been trained in the dark arts of dealing 
by Sotheby's and Christie’s, it’s only a small step for them to set 
up as dealers on their own. The auction houses are breeding the 
ravening beasts of the future who may devour them. 

‘The Roman Empire, in Stourton’s terms, hasn’t fallen yet and 


may have some time left to run. But the days when young people 
could enjoy a civilised life, earning enough to keep body and 
soul together and perhaps considerably more as they ascended 
the ranks, have gone. 

It is now more ruthless and less fun. The viability of offices, 
theatre and the shops has been brought into question by Covid 
— could salerooms be another victim? The costs of a central 
London premises look heavy, when the same job could be done 
in a warehouse on an industrial estate in Corby. Orlando Rock 
certainly hopes it won’t come to that: “Great art tends to stay 
together in the hands of interesting people, and they gravitate 
towards each other.” 

‘The elite will continue to function as elites always have. ‘That 
is a comfort for those of us who have enjoyed some memorable 
patties in Christie’s Great Rooms over the years. I hope for the 
sake of London’s glory as a great world city, not to mention the 
display of opulent invitations on my own mantelpiece, that the 
tumbrils of revolution can be kept at bay. But I’m not sure I don’t 
hear them turmning.@ 


D.J. TAYLOR’S ARTY TYPES 


Julien Spirtle 
Comeback Kid 


AT THE VERY FIRST LUNCH he ever 

had with his very first agent, in Joe 
Allen's restaurant in Covent Garden, Julien 
Spirtle was given a solitary piece of 
counsel. “Remember, Jules,” the agent had 
said — he was a florid, elderly man who 
would later die of cirrhosis of the liver 
— “you only get one chance.” 

Recalling these words at odd intervals 
over the next three decades, Julien realised 
that they were the worst advice he had ever 
heard. In fact, his experience of the acting 
profession was exactly the reverse. People 
were always giving him chances, and for 
each headlong plunge into the mud there 
was always someone there to haul him out, 
sponge him down and lead him off into 
another rehearsal room. 

You may not remember Julien’s first big 
break. There had already been several TV 
series about feckless young men sharing 
flats in London by the time Dirty Sheets 
limped onto the late-night Channel Four 
schedules in the autumn of 1993. Never- 
theless, it attracted four million viewers, 
ran for two seasons, and on the strength of 
it there came a call to play Feste in a South 
Bank production of Twelfth Night. Alas, 
lines that could be silently mouthed by 


ILLUSTRATION BY BEN KIRCHNER/HEART 


your vis-a-vis on television or written 
on the back of fag packets were less 
easy to retrieve on stage, and within a 
week of the opening Julien was 
replaced by his understudy. 

Tt could all have ended there, or in 
repertory at Hastings or in doing audio 
versions of best-sellers, or in half-a-doz- 
en downmarket destinies, but Julien, 
game, likeable and well-connected, 
was, if not a sharp operator — the 
people he had acted with at Oxford 
were writing their own sitcoms by now 
— then aman of resource. Adversity, he 
knew, sometimes pays, and within a 
year he had a one-man show at the 
Edinburgh Fringe (Confessions of a 
Failed Actor) and six months after that a 
book deal. Crap Last Tape, which, to 
Julien’s credit, he wrote nearly all of 
himself, sold 10,000 copies in hardback. 


ALL WOULD HAVE BEEN WELL had he 
not overplayed his hand and, against the 
advice of everyone he knew, written a 
novel of theatrical life entitled Exits and 
Entrances. This sank without trace but not 
before being lampooned by Miss Julie 
Burchill in a Spectator review so notorious 
that even now people sometimes look it up 
on Wikipedia. A lesser performer would 
have cut his losses, but Julien was 
determined to bounce back. 


A cameo or two in The Mighty Boosh, a 
“Tips for Thesps” column in a Sunday 
newspaper and even an appearance on 
Celebrity Blind Date (Julien’s wife was 
apparently “very good” about this) — all 
these have helped to sustain him through 
the merry-go-round of the last 15 years. 

In his mid-fifties now, and looking it, 
Julien is currently playing Amos the stolid 
Cumbrian sheepfarmer in Channel Five's 
about-to-be-cancelled afternoon soap 
Country Matters. Por some reason, and 
despite the best efforts of his agent, there 
have been no takers for his projected 
autobiography, Noises Off: In his less 
roseate moments, Julien is beginning to 
wonder whether this chance is his last.@ 
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